. However, most medical researchers are not drug company stockholders and have not received paid holidays from interested parties. Does it follow that they are then free of influence in their research and writing? Far from it! There are several other potential conflicts of interest that must be considered.
Doctors who pursue research are often in a professionally competitive environment, and status and influence are powerful lures. For many authors, the motivation to publish stems only from their desire to advance science. However, at the other end of the spectrum, publication and citation may be seen as necessary only for academic promotion or future grant support 4, 5 . Indeed, publication may be mandatory to secure tenure. Under these circumstances, the secondary gain associated with publication could lead researchers to interpret and present their findings in an extremely favourable light. While it would be absurd for authors to declare that 'this publication may lead to my academic promotion and improve my scientific standing amongst my peers', readers should always understand that these influences exist.
Authors may also have a personal bias that could influence their interpretation of results or what they choose to publish. Religious beliefs may also present a conflict of interest. Moreover, conflicts of interest are not limited to authors. Reviewers of articles submitted to journals may have undeclared conflicts of interest, as may journal editors. Journals now ask authors to declare their financial links (although the extent of disclosure is far from uniform). These other possibly more potent influences, however, remain to be nailed. Thus, for example, the British Medical Journal, cited above, has for some time pragmatically restricted declarations to those that are financial.
The difficulties are pervasive and sometimes hard to discern. A specific example is the recent unease over guidelines: often with important financial implications, often limited in quality and often commercially influenced 6, 7 , and all this despite some excellent suggestions that commercial companies should not be involved in any way with guideline writing 8 . Those who work close to the industry have already recognised the size, extent and difficulty of this problem. The following quotation is from a workshop of toxicologists 9 : "By and large, these policies rely on disclosure as a mechanism to manage conflict of interest. Although such practice is now widespread and widely accepted, it has been argued that individuals in conflict more often than not have difficulty recognising their own conflicts. Thus, even in individuals of high moral character, a perceptual blind spot may exist that prevents critical selfevaluation when conflict exists. If true, this raises a red flag for many policies of disclosure, since they are based on the assumption that a person in conflict will recognize and disclose the conflict, recuse himself or herself, or take other appropriate action to manage the conflict. If this is a false assumption, the public trust is likely to be violated many times over." Unfortunately, the workshop participants were unable to formulate a solution 9 . Even though there is yet no clear solution, we do have a big problem. Consider financial interests alone, which are simpler to define and thus to detect. A large US study found about one-third of members of academic institutional review boards, which consider the ethics of proposed research, can also have financial conflicts of interest. About 20% do not disclose these interests when it is relevant and may vote on the protocols 10 . United States medical schools vary widely in their disclosure of interests. We find it very hard to believe that, given this extent of financial conflict, conflict in other regards would be absent.
Problems with journals are reported less often and then only by 'big guns' 11, 12 , perhaps because less well known authors are unable to kick up a fuss. Few journals would be willing to confess their own sins, or have them revealed by authors anxious to publish. An editorial phrase that has been widely reported ran thus: "basically accept my chops on your rejoinder and get it published soon"
13 . An exact definition of a more general conflict of interest, therefore, is tricky. Within journals, the Committee on Publication Ethics has suggested in its guidelines that "Conflicts of interest arise when authors, reviewers, or editors have interests that are not fully apparent and that may influence their judgements on what is published. They have been described as those which, when revealed later, would make a reasonable reader feel misled or deceived." The implication of this suggestion, which we endorse, is that these facts need to be visible, although it appears that there are considerable differences between specialties 14 and within medicine 15 . When the reader is aware of conflicts, the paper is not rated as highly 16 . A good but slightly wordy attempt to address the committee members and experts serving the Scottish Medicines Consortium, and which might be paraphrased with regard to those involved in research and publication, runs like this: "There are no hard and fast rules concerning 'other' interests that need to be declared. The legal rule against bias in the decisions and proceedings of public bodies can be stated as follows: if a fair-minded and informed observer would conclude, in all the circumstances, that there is a real possibility of bias, the member should not take part in the proceedings. It is therefore not relevant that the member himself believes that he is unbiased, impartial or has an open mind. In considering whether an interest is relevant and should be declared, the guiding principle must be whether the matter might reasonably be perceived as possibly affecting a member's impartiality."
One of the authors (GBD) has for many years referred to the requirements for disclosure as the 'Private Eye test'. In the United Kingdom, a small independent magazine called Private Eye was born in the satire boom of the 1960s, and is known to print salacious gossip about all and sundry. It is often sued by the rich and famous. Examples of the Eye's reporting might be that a famous businessman has given money to a political party and that government policy has then bent in favour of his business interests. It will ask if it is possible that a deal forged between two supposedly independent bodies could be related to the fact that their boards have common members. The conduct and judgement of the person impugned could perhaps be above reproach: but their position allows the suspicion to be voiced and in some cases the arrow hits the target. Better to declare an interest and if necessary withdraw from the field, than for the facts to be embarrassingly discovered later. So if the story might be good material for Private Eye, it had better be declared. A colleague sitting on a hospital finance committee chaired by JAL recently commented on the necessity to pass the 'Sydney Morning Herald test' so the expression is not unique.
In an effort to address some of these concerns, the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) has very recently developed and introduced its Uniform Format for Disclosure of Competing Interests in ICMJE Journals. A pro forma is available from the ICMJE website (www.icmje.org) along with a discussion of its purpose and implementation. We suggest that all authors submitting articles to journals, including to Anaesthesia and Intensive Care, attach a completed version of this pro forma with their submission, and as one of the many journals following the ICMJE Uniform Requirements this may become mandatory in due course. Readers should, however, when making their own critical assessments of published work, always bear in mind not only these declared interests but also those more subtle and less definable influences we have discussed.
We also propose that journals should adopt a policy of transparency: all known and declared conflicts should be made publicly available. This is a small extension to the excellent proposals by Graf and coauthors 17 and the new ICMJE disclosure forms. This could perhaps be done using a web-based system and would allow financial interests and significant affiliations to be made evident to all, rather than being a matter of editorial judgement. Let the reader decide!
